Researchers have never been able to agree on whether alcohol advertising increases the amount people drink or simply influences what brand of alcohol they buy. For instance, Mark Keller of Rutgers University contends that "you do not have to advertise alcohol to people. Why is the industry here spending millions on advertising? Because there is competition over who is going to sell how much of what. But I do not know whether advertising really increases the volume of consumption."
The National Research Council panel on alcohol abuse has also decided that the jury is still out on the influence of alcohol advertising. "It is generally thought that the main effect of commercial advertising is to alert the public to new brands, in competition with older ones, and conversely to protect or expand the market shares of established brands/' the panel concludes. "The available scientific evidence is too sparse to permit us any extended discussion of the effects of advertising policies. Nevertheless, important issues of principle are involved in such policies."
These "issues of principle" may in fact be the most important aspect of the controversy surrounding alcohol advertising. Because such advertising is invariably enmeshed in the much broader social context of drinking, it may be impossible to study the effects of that advertising in isolation. The issue then becomes one of politics and public policy as much as scientific research. "The fundamental issue that we need to address is whether the wide-scale promotion of alcoholic beverages is consistent with the goals of a society concerned with minimizing the social, economic, and personal hardships associated with current levels of alcohol-related problems," says Wallack.
Voluntary Restraint by Industry
Despite the lack of hard evidence linking exposure to drinking or alcohol advertising to increased consumption, many groups and individuals have sought to limit the extent of these influences. Within the television and advertising industries themselves, manv neonlp arp rnnrprnoH aKmtf 3l™l-i^l-r-al=,fa^ and is little, if at all, concerned problems work best by combining edu-
